Polarization is the passage of small polarizing currents through the brain. Treatment by this method was described by Lippold Redfearn and Costain in the British Journal of Psychiatry, (1, 2, 3) . Their reports seem to indicate that this simple method of treatment might be as effective as E.C.T. in some patients, without disturbance of memory, loss of consciousness or the necessity to put the patient to sleep. It was decided to give this form of treatment a clinical trial at the Saskatchewan Hospital, Weyburn.
The apparatus used consists of two 22i volt miniature dry batteries enclosed in a small box containing resistors and transistors to maintain a constant flow of current regulated between 100 and 500 micro-amperes. Two pairs of small silver electrodes covered with saline soaked gauze and electrode jelly are placed on the skin, one pair on the forehead just over the inner aspect of the eyes, and one pair on the inner aspect of the right thigh above the knee. The apparatus was constructed at this hospital according to plans furnished by Mr. F. D. Fielder of Ewgland.t For treatment of depressed patients the positive electrodes were placed on the forehead and the negative ones on the thigh. For 'levelling off' of an elevated mood the reverse position of electrodes was used. Treatments lasted from one to as long as eight hours, the usual treatment lasting one hour and being given every other day, until the desired results were obtained. Patients could be ambulatory during treatment, if desired. Medications were prescribed ad lib by the physician, and no special efforts were made to obviate the effects Between October 18, 1965 and Febru ary 11, 1966, 20 patients, ranging in age from 26 to 66 years, received from three to twelve treatments, all scalp positive except one. Eight of the patients were chronic catatonic schizophrenics who had been hospitalized for many years. Two schizophrenics living outside the hospital were treated during episodes of depression; nine patients were manicdepressives, depressed; and one was a neurotic depressive. Among the depres sed patients three received their treat ments on an out-patient basis.
A noticeable change was detected in all of the 20 patients, but with some the effect was only temporary. In some cases the actual effect of polarization could not be distinguished from the other treatments used, such as medications, milieu therapy, and psychotherapy. The improvement is rated only in terms of re-hospitalization and/or further treat ment.
Of the manic-depressives, two were hospitalized for E.C.T. within a month of cessation of polarization. The other eight depressives have not been re-ad mitted and are reported as doing well six-and-one-half to nine months after treatment. Of the two schizophrenics living outside the hospital, four months after treatment one was hospitalized for twelve days, but no mention of depresion was made on his record and he has not had further medication or polariza tion. The other schizophrenic patient returned home and is functioning ade quately on his farm. The eight long-term hospitalized schizophrenics had tempor ary improvement only, with two excep tions which will be described below. Case Histories: 1) A 46-ycar-old, single, male, catatonic schizophrenic whose illness began at age 19, had been hospitalized for 28 years, and had received insulin shock and E.C.T. tranquillizers and antidepressants without much change in his negativistic, mute, manneristic, poorly functioning state. In January, 1965 he received E.C.T. with considerable improvement after the first treatment, but none thereafter. After the first polarization on October 18, 1965, a dramatic change took place, with the patient becoming talkative, outgoing, and taking part in ping-pong games. He has received several courses of treatment in the subsequent nine months with less spectacular results, but with some persistent over-all improvement. He now follows directions willingly, answers questions in monosyllables, and has no mannerisms or posturing. He has been on a training group program for the first time. One of his treat ments lasted for eight hours with no significant improvement over the regular one-hour treat ments.
2) Scalp negative polarization was given to an acutely agitated 61-year-old single, female catatonic schizophrenic, hospitalized here for 33 years. Prior to polarization she was hyper active, mute, unable to work, with an attention span of only a few seconds.. She had received E.C.T. and tranquillizers with no improvement in the hyperactive state. Between October 21, 1965 and February 1, 1966, she received twelve treatments with marked improvement mani fested by a decrease in hyperactivity and lengthening of the attention span, and became able to do household tasks on the ward satis factorily and quickly for the first time. It is interesting to note that this patient responded almost immediately to the initial treatments.
However, a period of several weeks elapsed after her first improvement during which she did not have any treatments. When the polari zation was restarted with her, four treatments were required to reach the improved level which one treatment previously had given her. In recent months she has been on a maintenance treatment of one or two weekly.
Polarization does 'have a definite effect on depressed and catatonic patients. In some the results 'have been as good as that produced by E.C.T. without any of the side effects. The treatment is simple and safe enough to be adminis tered by trained nursing personnel or by an intelligent patient himself. Exactly what polarization does and how it works is a mystery, as with E.C.T. but we feel that it has definite heuristic value, and that controlled studies with greater num bers of patients are warranted.
